INTRODUCTION
During the Fourth United Nations World Conference on Women, 2 cultural differences among women presented a series of practical and theoretical problems. The practical problems arose out of the enormous task of negotiating among a large group of people a single, albeit complex, document that would set an agenda for addressing the problems of women globally.
3 Differences in culture, language, religion, and education presented complications at every stage of the process. As a theoretical matter, such differences presented a less immediate but in some ways more difficult and persistent problem: In the face of profound cultural differences among women, how can feminists maintain a global political movement yet avoid charges of cultural imperialism? 4 This theoretical dilemma has become a serious political hurdle for global feminism as the challenge of cultural relativism 5 permeates the politics of any discussion of women's rights on the international stage. For example, at the 1994 United Nations Population Conference in Cairo, the Vatican joined with several Muslim governments to condemn what they viewed as the imposition of Western norms of sexual license and individual autonomy on the rest of the world. 6 Although most advocates of reproductive control at the Population Conference did not attempt to translate policy claims into the language of international human rights, 7 the issue of cultural relativism was central to the debate over differing visions of the family and the role of women. 8 For example, although she acknowledged that substantial problems of overpopulation plague many Muslim countries including Pakistan, Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto joined with the Vatican in criticizing what she perceived as Western efforts to impose norms of radical individualism on the rest of the world. 9 In Beijing, a variety of groups once again levied this charge of imperialism against Western feminists expanding it beyond issues of sexuality and reproduction to include women's roles within the family and in public life.' 0 rights, debate over a footnote that would have recognized cultural differences remained a point of disagreement late into the drafting process. Moreover, a number of nations entered reservations, many of which were based on cultural differences. See Seth Faison, Women Carry Hopes as Conference Ends, N.Y. TiMEs, Sept. 16, 1995, at A5. 5 1 use the term cultural relativism to mean a commitment to one or both of the following positions: that transcendent standards for evaluating cultures are unavailable and/or that all cultures are equally valid. See discussion infra text accompanying notes 31-33. 6 See, e.g., Barbara Crossette, Vatican Drops Fight Against U.N. Population Document, N. Y. TIMEs, Sept. 10, 1994, at A5; Dick Kirschsten, A Page Was Turned in Cairo, 26 NAT'L J. 2178 (1994 Alan Cowell, U.N. Population Meeting Adopts Program of Actions, N.Y. "IMES, Sept. 14, 1994, at A2. 7Vice-President Gore characterized the issue of abortion as a matter of national sovereignty, not a human right to which women are entitled. See Alan Cowell, Vatican Says Gore Is Misrepresenting Population Talks, N.Y. TIMES, Sept. 1, 1994, at Al. 3 Several Muslim countries, including Saudi Arabia and Sudan, boycotted the talks altogether while others attended but voiced objections to the proposed document. See Alan Cowell, Vatican Rejects Compromise on Abortion at U. N. Meeting, N.Y. TwMEs, Sept. 7, 1994 , at Al, A8 (quoting an Islamic newspaper describing the conference as "hailing promiscuity, calling for abortion and extramarital sex, and pointing to an era with no morals, where all values are trampled underfoot").
9 Cf. Doug Struck, U.S. Tries to Defuse Abortion Issue, BALTIMORE SUN, Sept. 6, 1994 , at 1A, 7A (quoting Prime Minister Bhutto, "Kill not your children on a plea of want. Islam, except in exceptional circumstances, rejects abortion as a method of population planning:'). " 10Interestingly, conservative groups within the United States and the Vatican seemed to assert the charge of imperialism most strenuously. Non-Western women's groups more often framed their objections as a challenge to the relevance of the Western women's agenda than complaints of coercion. See Barbara Crossette, The Second Sex in the Third World, N.Y. TIMEs, Sept. 10, 1995, at A25. 141 use the term anti-essentialism to refer to the rejection by many feminists of the idea that particular characteristics can be identified with women over time and across cultures. Feminist anti-essentialists tend to emphasize differences among women as well as differences between men and women. See discussion infra part II.
relativism share a critical stance toward universal accounts of women's condition. By emphasizing the overlap of anti-essentialism and cultural relativism, Part II raises the question of the degree to which relativist defenses of culture threaten global feminism. Part III attempts to answer this question by analyzing the logic of cultural relativism and feminist anti-essentialism and distinguishing them according to their different normative commitments. Finally, Part IV elaborates a vision of international feminist theory as poised between universalism and cultural relativism and explores the implications of this position for constructive cross-cultural evaluation.
I. CULTURAL RELATIVISM VS. UNIVERSALISM
The debate over the universality of human rights is almost as old as the movement toward universal human rights standards in international law. Following World War II, as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was being drafted, the Executive Board of the American Anthropological Association (AAA) warned that the Declaration would be "a statement of rights conceived only in terms of the values prevalent in the countries of Western Europe and America." 15 The Board added that "standards and values are relative to the culture from which they derive" and thus "what is held to be a human right in one society may be regarded as anti-social by another people."' 1 6 A global audience found this position of moral relativism particularly troubling in the wake of the Nazi Holocaust and feared that it would wholly undermine the nascent human rights agenda.' 7 Thus, notwithstanding the efforts of the AAA and the emergence of conflicts of values among participating nations, 18 the Declaration embraced the assumption of the universality of human rights. HUMAN RIGHTS 1, 22 (1987) . The Soviets were opposed to the preponderance of Western civil liberties. Id. at 21. Western nations were persuaded to include economic, social, and cultural rights in the document only after having been persuaded that it would not be legally binding.
Id. at 21-22. 19 The Declaration states:
The General Assembly [p] roclaims this Universal Declaration of Human Rights as a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations, to the end that every individual and every organ of society ... shall strive by teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms and by progressive
[Vol. 19
Despite the general consensus reflected in the Declaration, differences have persisted over the scope and priorities of the international human rights agenda, differences that are translated with surprising frequency into the rhetoric of universality versus cultural relativism, imperialism versus self-determination. 20 Notwithstanding the language of universality, the question remains: To what extent may a state depart from international norms in the name of culture? Both the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights contribute to this tension in their recognition of the importance of the collective right to self-determination. 21 These documents do not clearly resolve the degree to which citizens, exercising their right of self-determination, may subordinate other protected rights in the interest of security, development, or culture. 22 Apart from any ambiguities in human rights instruments themselves, non-Western states have argued that the very hierarchy of human rights established in those instruments privileges civil and political rights over economic, social and cultural rights in a way that is biased toward both Western political traditions and the wealth of Western states relative to the rest of the world. 23 Strategic enforcement of existing measures, national and international, to secure their universal and effective recognition and observance, both among the peoples of Member States themselves and among the peoples of territories under their jurisdiction. G.A. Res. 217(A)(II), U.N. Doc. A/180 (1948) . 20 It is not self-evident why the debate should take place on the more general level of the status of rights and their universal application rather than over the substance and interpretation of the rights themselves. It may be that casting the debate on this general level allows opponents of an international human rights agenda to convert their argument from "anti-rights" to "pro-culture" in much the way pro-life and pro-choice advocates have struggled over language and labels. Whatever the reason, the universality/relativism debate has permeated human rights discourse from the academy to the press to local politics.
21 Both Covenants include as Part I, Article I, Section (1) the following language:
All peoples have the right of self-determination. By virtue of that right, they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development. Q. 433, 434-35 (1982) .
23The circumstances under which that document was drafted support the perception that early human rights documents, particularly the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, reflect a Western bias. The membership of the drafting committee, the Commission on Human Rights, was overwhelmingly Western. In addition, the U.S. Department of State orchestrated the early drafting of a proposed constitution. See TOLLEY, supra note 18, at 3. Finally, most of the critical meetings took place in the United States, and American NGOs were extremely influential in the process. See John P. Humphrey, The Universal Declaration of Human Rights: Its History, Impact and Juridical Character, in Central to postmodernism is its critique of the claim that scientific knowledge is universal and can be justified in a noncontextual way. Postmodernists contend that standards of truth are context-dependent .... Postmodernists tend to favor forms of social inquiry which incorporate an explicitly practical and moral intent, that are contextual and restricted in their focus (local stories are preferred over general ones), and that are narratively structured rather than articulating a general theory. which form the arguments ultimately take, assertions of the universal nature of such claims tend to rest upon an epistemological assumption about the universality of human reason rather than a metaphysical claim about their correspondence with a reality independent of human understanding. 30 Under such immanent universalist theories, truth is a product of the right functioning of human reasoning. This claim about human knowing, in turn, has the consequence of privileging the thinker, the philosopher, the scientist, or the lawyer in the debate over the meaning of human experience. The truth claims that emerge are normative and are understood as substantially independent of history, individual choices, and human experience. Disagreements over human rights are errors in reason, logical mistakes which can be resolved through better thinking. ScI. REV. 303 (1982) .
Id
across cultures. 34 The two premises of cultural relativism deprive human rights advocates of both a transcendent justification for human rights standards (i.e., notwithstanding disagreement, human rights exist as a product of the human condition) and a hope for consensus (by bridging the barriers of cultural difference). Cultural relativism raises the possibility that the category "human" is no longer sufficient to enable crosscultural assessment of human practices or the actions of states. Although this debate over the philosophical foundations of human rights raises interesting theoretical questions, one must acknowledge that encroachments on human freedom are not generally the result of metaphysical errors. 35 Indeed, one can fairly accuse academics of overstating the risks posed by such metaphysical errors. For example, universalists who reject the significance of culture often reinforce their argument by citing the threat of nihilism or radical moral relativism. 36 Such arguments have led anthropologist Clifford Geertz to observe, "There may be some genuine nihilists out there.., but I doubt very many have become such as a result of an excessive sensitivity to the claims of other cultures. '37 On the other hand, relativists who privilege cultural difference may overstate the threat of imperialism posed by human rights advocacy, deferring to cultural practices that seem clearly oppressive. 8 ANTHROPOLO-GIST 263, 265 (1984) .
3 8 Martha Nussbaum cites several examples that, in her view, illustrate the degree to which radical relativism has undermined a progressive human rights agenda. She describes a conference in which scholars praised the integration of home and workplace reflected in the existence of a menstruation taboo in both spheres and lamented that the introduction of the smallpox vaccine destroyed the cult of Sittala Devi, the goddess to whom one might pray to avoid the disease. See Martha Nussbaum, Human Functioning between the poles of nihilism and imperialism, human rights activists are forced to choose between the rhetoric of cultural sensitivity and claims of universal truth. Thus, the importance of the universalist/relativist debate for feminist human rights activists lies less in the philosophical debate itself than in the way that debate has influenced the politics of human rights advocacy.
The influence of the universalist/relativist divide on the politics of human rights is perhaps nowhere more evident than in debates over women's rights as human rights. Cultural relativists have targeted feminism itself as a product of Western ideology and global feminism as a form of Western imperialism. 39 Ironically, cultural relativists have accused feminist human rights activists of imposing Western standards on non-Western cultures in much the same way that feminists have criticized states for imposing male-defined norms on women. The complexity of this debate has sown confusion among feminist human rights activists, undermining the effectiveness of the global feminist movement. In the remaining sections of this Paper, I attempt to clarify some of the arguments, dispel some of the confusion, and turn to feminist theory itself for a way out of the universalist/relativist dilemma.
II. THE CHALLENGE OF FEMINIST ANTI-ESSENTIALISM
Feminist concerns with difference and exclusion have created some of the same dilemmas within feminism that cultural relativism has generated in the realm of international human rights. Indeed, debates within feminism concerning the degree to which women's condition transcends boundaries of culture, race, and class parallel the struggle between universal and culturally specific visions of human rights. Not surprisingly, therefore, feminist theorizing on the global level is often divided between relativist and universalist approaches. 40 CHANGE 325 (1984 CHANGE 325 ( -1985 (advocating that employers treat pregnancy-related conditions and other temporary disabilities equally) with Christine A. Littleton, Reconstructing Sexual Equality, 75 CAL. L. REV. 1279 REV. (1987 (advocating that employers treat pregnancy according to a standard that promotes women's equality).
44 One peculiar example of this focus is the attention paid during the weeks preceding the Beijing Conference to the definition of "gender" in the document. Some suggested that it be defined as biological maleness and femaleness; others advocated a cultural definition of masculinity and femininity; still others suggested that use of the term of feminism has had the effect of reinforcing gendered categories and collapsing differences among women.
4 5 These critics have argued convincingly that early feminist descriptions of women's experience focused on white, middle-class, educated, heterosexual women. Consequently, the political priorities of the women's movement in the West (e.g., equal access to education and employment, abortion rights) have reflected the most urgent concerns of a relatively more powerful group of women. Moreover, even shared concerns, such as domestic violence and rape, have often been described and addressed based on the experiences of a relatively narrow group of women. 46 Accused of essentialism, 47 feminists who theorized a commonality among women were criticized for committing the dual sin of reinforcing patriarchal assumptions about women as a group and marginalizing some women along the lines of race, class, and sexual orientation.
48
Despite its theoretical and political vulnerabilities, the practical appeal of essentialism, like the appeal of universalism, persists. Essentialist assumptions offer the promise of uniting women in a way that transcends or precedes politics. 49 Ellen Rooney has suggested that essentialism reflects a "desire that what unites us (as feminists) pre-exist[s] our desire to be joined; something that stands outside our own alliances may authorize them and empower us to speak not just as feminists but as women. 50 feminist literature to mean that gender is .subject to change and that there exists a spectrum of genders, perhaps even five").
45 See, e.g (1988) . 46 For example, Angela Harris has argued that black and white women's experiences of rape have been qualitatively different, "an experience as deeply rooted in color as in gender" Harris, supra note 45, at 598. 47Diana Fuss defines essentialism as "a belief in the real, true essence of things, the invariable and fixed properties which define the 'whatness' of a given entity." DIANA 48See SPELMAN, supra note 45, at 3. 49 Elizabeth Spelman explains this tendency in the following way:
[A]s feminists, our motivation for thinking, talking, and writing about any particular woman is that she is a woman; at the same time, the point is not to talk only about one woman, but about women-any and all women. So the logic of our inquiry and concern seems to lead us to focus on the "womanness" or womanhood of any or all women, just as the Platonist's interest directs his explorations ....
Id.
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Ellen Rooney, Interview with Gayatri C. Spivak, In a Word. Interview, in THE ESSENTIAL DIFFERENCE 151, 152 (Naomi Schor & Elizabeth Weed eds., 1994) . Ellen This desire may be felt even more urgently on the international level where differences among women threaten to outweigh commonalities.
Much feminist activism on the international level has been premised on two assumptions, both of which may be characterized as essentialist: first, that women share types of experiences and are oppressed in particular ways as women; and second, that these experiences are often different than those of men. 5 1 These assumptions have led feminists to challenge the traditionally narrow definition of human rights and attempt to expand it to cover experiences shared by women as a group. 5 2 Like universalist descriptions of human rights or human well-being, feminist essentialism has lent political coherence to the feminist movement and has provided a foundation for Western feminists' expansion of their political vision. Indeed, feminist progress in reshaping the scope of the international human rights agenda stands as an important example of the power of organizing around assumptions of commonality.
Perhaps feminism's most significant contribution in this context has been to expand the scope of human rights to include not just what nations do to one another or what nations do to their citizens, but what citizens do to one another. 5 3 Although some violations of women's rights fit easily into a civil liberties analysis, much of the abuse of women is part of a larger cultural and economic framework that renders women systematically vulnerable to private power. 54 Abuses of women's rights that are not attributable to state action narrowly defined fall outside a definition of human rights violations as solely a matter of state infringement of civil and political liberties. In contrast, the insistence at the United Nations Conference on Human Rights in Vienna and again at the Women's Conference in Beijing on the inclusion of violence against women as a human rights issue has roots in the insight that countries Rooney explains essentialism as "a dream of the end of politics among women, of a formal resolution to the discontinuity between women and feminisms." Id.
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Feminists' explanation of the mechanism of this oppression varies from a focus on a gendered division of labor, see, e.g., WOMAN [Vol. 19 create and sustain the conditions under which women are victimized and therefore should be accountable for the level of gender-based violence. 55 Feminists have therefore criticized the traditional focus on political rights, or negative rights against the state, in international human rights instruments as reflecting the view that the greatest threat to the life and liberty of a citizen is the state. According to many feminists, that view does not reflect the realities of women's lives. 5 6 Rather, the private exercise of male power, often reinforced by the state, more often threatens women's lives and liberty. 5 7 Thus, by focusing on women's common experience of private oppression, feminist work in international human rights has revealed a potential inconsistency between a vision of human rights as limiting state power and the need for state intervention to limit abuses of private power. In this sense, feminism has offered an external challenge to the adequacy of traditional human rights analysis.
B. Anti-essentialism, Cultural Relativism, and Feminist Human Rights Activism
Although feminists have criticized the adequacy of traditional human rights, they have less frequently attacked the universality of those rights. Rather, recognizing the threat that cultural defenses pose to women's rights, as defined from a Western feminist perspective, feminists have most often argued for an expansion of both the scope and the applicability of human rights standards. 58 Indeed, feminist efforts to expand the 5 5 This initiative on the international level parallels U.S. feminists' challenge to the public/private dichotomy emphasizing the importance of state intervention to regulate violence in the private sphere of the family. Compare CATHARINE A. MAcKINNON, TOWARD A FEMNIST THEORY OF THE STATE (1989) (arguing that defining rights in terms of restrictions on the state may disable the state from intervening to reallocate private power in the family) with Bunch, supra note 40, at 13-14 (making a similar argument with respect to states' human rights obligations).
56 For feminist critique of the public/private distinction in international law, see sources cited supra note 13. See also Charlesworth et al., supra note 40, at 625-40; Bunch, supra note 40, at 13-14. But see Fernando R. Teson, Feminism and International Law: A Reply, 33 VA. J. INT'L L. 647 (1993) .
57 This is not to suggest that women are not also the victims of traditional human rights violations-they are. Women are imprisoned, tortured, raped, killed, and silenced by state authorities in the same way men are. Yet, women are more commonly imprisoned, tortured, raped, killed, and silenced by their own spouses, lovers, and families. See MAcKINNON, supra note 55.
58For example, Georgina Ashworth argues:
The cry against "interference in culture" is used as a defense of men's rights, not of women's; it is used to avoid creating a "national shame" over the behaviour of one sex toward the other, at the expense of the second sex. In addition to criticism from cultural relativists, this cross-cultural approach to women's oppression has not been immune from criticism within the feminist community. 60 Such cross-cultural analysis depends upon very broad assumptions about women's lives and experiences and therefore raises important empirical questions regarding the extent to which women's oppression is similarly constituted across cultures. It also raises issues about the formulation of those empirical questions themselves. An essentialist approach generally begins with the experiences of white, middle-class, educated, heterosexual women. 6 ' Such an approach tends to attribute commonly shared forms of oppression to gender and specific forms of oppression to other sources such as race, class, or sexual orientation. Consequently, an essentialist approach risks becoming a least common denominator approach, allowing relatively privileged women's experiences to define the feminist agenda. This tendency, in turn, creates division among women. In short, when feminists aspire to account for women's oppression through claims of cross-cultural commonality, they construct the feminist subject through exclusions, narrowing her down to her essence. And, as Judith Butler has observed, "those excluded domains return to haunt the 'integrity' and 'unity' of the feminist 'we'. ' ' 62 Responding to this division, anti-essentialist feminists have attempted to rethink both the various descriptions of gender oppression that have been offered and the assumption that gender oppression can be described meaningfully along a single axis. Instead, they have focused on local, Rights Strategies, 20 J.L. & Soc 'Y 6, 9 (1993) [Vol. 19 contextualized problems of gender oppression. 63 In this sense, anti-essentialism's criticism of general accounts of women's oppression parallels cultural relativism's critique of universal theories of human rights. Like cultural relativism, feminist anti-essentialism seems to lead to the conclusion that gender inequality cannot be explained cross-culturally. Thus, despite the general inclination of feminist human rights activists to side with universalists, feminist theory, specifically anti-essentialism, does resonate with relativists' concern over cultural imperialism. Indeed, global feminists' tendency to take for granted the adequacy of their own standards-reflected in their simultaneous insistence on both the inadequacy of traditional human rights norms and the universal application of amended, feminist standards-is precisely the tendency that generated the anti-essentialist critique within feminism itself. 64 Notwithstanding this resonance, some feminists have cautioned that radical anti-essentialism, like cultural relativism, threatens to undermine the central goal of feminist human rights advocacy: to identify and criticize systems of inequality and injustice that transcend cultural, political, and geographic boundaries. 65 The assumption that gender is culturally contingent not only calls into question universalist notions of gender justice but also renders problematic a feminist critique of legal institutions and legal reform outside of narrow, localized experience. 66 To the extent that feminist anti-essentialism questions the use of crosscultural categories, it threatens to undermine the identification of broad structures of inequality premised on gender.
67
"positionality" a stance that acknowledges that "the individual perspectives that yield and judge truth are necessarily incomplete").
64 As Karen Engle notes, when feminists "claim universal human rights in the face of a world that does not universally agree, they are plagued by the counter-claim of cultural relativism" Engle, supra note 58, at 545. 65 Sabina Lovibond expresses the reaction of many feminists when she asks in response to postmodern critique, "How can anyone ask me to say goodbye to 'emancipatory metanarratives' when my own emancipation is such a patchy, hit-and-miss affair?" Sabina Lovibond, Feminism and Postmodernism, 178 NEw LEFr REV. 5, 12 (1989) .
66It is precisely this disabling of broad social criticism that has led some feminists to question the usefulness of postmodern theory for feminism. It is perhaps this concern that has left feminist advocates on the international level much more reluctant than feminists within the United States to accept the implications of anti-essentialism. At least within a single state, cultural commonalities and legal institutions provide a common framework within which difference can be contained. On the international level, the parameters of such a framework are much more difficult to identify. Moreover, adherence to a universalist approach has been relatively successful for feminist human rights advocates. Although the effort to develop Western notions of justice has proceeded largely without women's participation-and indeed at times with the assumption that they are incapable of reason-women have made identifiable legal gains on the international level by resorting to claims of justice and equality. Feminists therefore fear that without an objectively defensible basis for evaluating the status of women, women will be left with power alone to dictate the outcome of competing claims of truth. 68 That prospect most frightens those who are most oppressed.
A feminist approach to international human rights therefore leads in two apparently conflicting directions at once: (1) increased awareness universally of the importance of cultural and economic rights for women, including such issues as the structure of the family; and (2) increased respect for cultural difference based on an awareness of the partiality of perspective, a skepticism of universal claims of authenticity. Is the tension irreconcilable? Does a feminist commitment to resist imperialism, a commmitment born of women's own experience of powerlessness under patriarchy, leave us without a standard by which to condemn abuses of women throughout the world?
Increasingly aware of the diversity of women's experience, sympathizing with the claim that universalism may be barely disguised ethnocentrism, and embracing in large part a position of epistemological skepticism, feminists are faced with a dilemma. Should they move to expand human rights to encompass women's experience as though it were monolithic or, recognizing women's differences, reject the universality of human rights divorced from cultural context? The latter conclusion risks undermining feminist critiques of cultural practices that are deeply harmful to women. Women are economically disempowered in the name of culture. They are denied the right to be educated, 69 to travel, 0 to seek 68See, e.g., Man J. Matsuda, Pragmatism Modified and the False Consciousness Problem, 63 S. CAL. L. REv. 1763 REv. , 1768 REv. (1990 (warning that "[the emphasis on context and provisional truth does not remove the obligation to divide right from wrong and to retain justice as the goal of theory").
69 See, e.g., THE WORLD'S WOMEN: 1995 TRENDS AND STATISTIcS 90 (United Nations 1995) (documenting a lower literacy rate for women than men in every region of the world).
70For example, in Afghanistan, an Islamic fundamentalist group supported by Pakistan and Saudi Arabia has restricted women to the home, permitting them to leave their homes [Vol. 19 paid employment, 7 1 to divorce. 7 2 They are denied legal protection against domestic violence, including spousal murder. 73 They are subject to painful, often dangerous surgery to ensure female chastity. 74 Together these practices and countless others create and sustain cultures of male privilege across the globe. Feminists must therefore respond to relativist or anti-essentialist arguments and take seriously issues of cultural difference without surrendering a critical stance toward the many forms of women's oppression.
I][. UNPACKING THE LOGIC OF RELATIVISM
As the preceding section suggests, feminism reveals the existence of multicultural patriarchy, yet feminist commitments seem to render untenable both the acceptance of cultural practices that harm women and the unproblematic condemnation of such practices based on universalist standards. For feminists, the challenge is simultaneously to reject universalist human rights claims that fail to account for difference and to embrace a normative conception of gender justice that is critical of patriarchy across cultures. This section explores whether these commitments are inconsistent. The first part considers whether feminist anti-essentialism's assumption of cultural contingency renders evaluation impossible, as some cultural relativist arguments suggest. feminist anti-essentialists regarding the possibility of cross-cultural critique by analyzing their different normative commitments and assumptions about culture and coercion.
A. Contingency Does Not Entail Radical Relativism
The notion that the only coherent descriptions of knowledge or truth are dependent on human cognition and rooted in human history has informed both cultural relativism and feminist anti-essentialism. 75 Both cultural relativists and feminist anti-essentialists must therefore consider the degree to which this assumption of contingent knowledge undermines any basis for evaluation. Does a loss of faith in the existence of (or at least our access to) standards external to human experience lead to the conclusion that we can no longer credibly evaluate the actions of others outside our cultural location? Feminist anti-essentialism and cultural relativism offer very different answers to this question.
The assumption that knowledge is contingent is often taken to entail a retreat into extreme relativism. 76 Lacking, on the one hand, complete consensus about moral norms, or on the other hand, unmediated access to human nature, the relativist concludes that no legitimate basis for evaluation exists. , 1973) (noting that the principles that we may use for judging behavior "are relative to the cultural background out of which they arise"); Rorty, supra note 30, at 116 (defining the claim that "nothing relevant to moral choice separates human beings from animals except historically contingent facts of the world, cultural facts"); Bartlett, supra note 63, at 829 (emphasizing the importance of contingent, partial-knowledge claims in feminist theory and politics).
76 Martha Nussbaum explains this reasoning as follows:
First an impossible demand is made, say, for unmediated presentness to reality as it is in itself or for an actual universal agreement about matters of value. Next, it is claimed that this demand cannot be met. Then, without further ado . . . the theorist concludes that everything is up for grabs and there are no norms to give us guidance in matters of evaluation.
Nussbaum, supra note 38. 77Anna Funder rejects this logic, explaining:
Westerners are used to thinking that for something to be true, it must be universally applicable: the idea of culturally different value systems threatens the truth of our values. This is an unnecessary logic: the issue is how and in whose interests culture or rights work, not whether they are true. [Vol. 19
nition that moral norms are contingent to the assumption that concededly contingent moral norms may not be applied cross-culturally. The apparent trap between universality and relativism is a remnant of the argument that links the legitimacy of knowledge claims to the existence of verifiably true or universally agreed upon neutral principles. 78 The relativist laments the demise of universalist certitude only if she believes it a precondition of political action. 79 Unwilling to act without such certitude, she has not fully relinquished the hope for universal foundations upon which to ground the exercise of power. It is this universalist hope that undermines action in the face of uncertainty, not the recognition of contingency itself. In contrast, detached from this universalist hope, radical relativism leaves us with no pre-political basis to choose between tolerance of other cultures and destruction of them.
In the context of human rights, recognition that a particular standard is culturally contingent does not logically preclude its imposition crossculturally as a principle of international law or a standard of evaluation. A state might formulate human rights standards and criticize the failure of other states to meet those standards, notwithstanding the lack of any philosophically or politically defensible universalist claim. With enough political power, that state might even force the offending government to cease the objectionable practice whether or not the enforced standard is acknowledged as universal. Nevertheless, the description of the standard as universal is significant in that it masks underlying normative judgments. 80 The universalist may simply dismiss a culturally based defense of violations of human rights norms as a failure of reason, evidence that the offending state is insufficiently advanced in its development or recognition of human standards. For example, the universalist may characterize the proscription of child labor as a civilizing impulse rather than the imposition of a culturally specific norm of childhood and family labor. Thus, the claim of universality sets up a hierarchy of cultural One reason [opponents of cultural relativism] reject it is that such relativism seems to them incompatible with the fact that our human rights culture ... is morally superior to other cultures. I quite agree that ours is morally superior, but I do not think this superiority counts in favor of the existence of a universal human nature. It would only do so if we assumed that a moral claim is ill-founded if not backed up by knowledge of a distinctively human attribute.
Rorty, supra note 30, at 116. 80As Jane Flax explains, "speaking in knowledge's voice or on its behalf, we can avoid taking responsibility for locating our contingent selves as the producers of knowledge and truth claims." Jane Flax, The End of Innocence, in FEMINISTS THEORIZE THE POLITICAL, supra note 62, at 458. practices, leaving the enforcing state secure in the knowledge that its standards are transcendent.
Nevertheless, to relinquish the security of such universalist claims does not necessarily entail the abandonment of human rights activism and critique. Surrendering the assumption of a transcendent grounding for evaluative judgments deprives the critic not of her capacity for evaluation but of her confidence in the truth of her position. Judgments can be made; they must simply be made contingently. By undermining the hope for a source of knowledge that will guide political action unambiguously in the service of freedom, a skepticism toward universalism deprives the critic, including the feminist critic, of any external source of legitimacy. Without Nature or God or Reason as a basis for judgment, the critic must rely on her own conception of justice as a basis for action. Thus, the recognition of the cultural contingency of moral standards neither releases the critic into a realm of irresponsible relativism nor mandates a position of conservative nonintervention. On the contrary, it requires the critic to assume responsibility for the use of power in the service of a particular normative vision. 81 Having assumed the contingency of moral norms, both feminist antiessentialists and cultural relativists must consider the legitimacy of imposing contingent norms cross-culturally. But this is a distinct inquiry. A commitment to cultural contingency neither precludes feminism's crosscultural critique nor requires cultural relativism's agnosticism. Both positions are consistent with an underlying recognition of the contingency, or relative status, of knowledge. The difference between feminism's, even feminist anti-essentialism's, persistent critique of patriarchy across cultures and cultural relativism's tolerance of cultural difference must therefore arise from a difference in their normative assumptions. In order to clarify the degree to which feminist and cultural relativist commitments are consistent, or, whether and to what extent feminists are vulnerable to relativists' critique, we must examine these assumptions.
Loss of faith in objectively valid universal norms leads to cultural relativism only when coupled with a particular normative view that 81 Joan Williams has explained the advantage of abandoning universalist arguments as follows:
A steadfast refusal to appeal in any context to objective moral certainties has, in my view, more than epistemological significance. It offers us a chance to step back and examine the structure of our form of life, to assess the hidden costs of our ideals. How the ideal of universal brotherhood is inevitably hemmed in by the arbitrary lines that people draw to define, and ultimately to limit, the scope of their moral responsibility. [Vol. 19 privileges cultural difference over cultural convergence. Such a view takes two common forms: the defense of cultural diversity for its own sake 82 and a commitment to pluralist values. 83 The anthropologist might be inclined to the first view, lamenting the spread of Western culture or even Western medicine to corrupt heretofore isolated communities. This noninterventionist position reflects a clear normative commitment to diversity, not a thoroughgoing skepticism about the legitimacy of such judgments. After all, the emphasis on diversity as a good itself represents a contested normative principle. 84 The preservation of cultural diversity as a justification for a noninterventionist stance toward other cultures does not appeal to most feminists. Cultural relativism's normative commitment to difference conflicts with feminism's normative commitment to ending gender oppression. Although feminists may be concerned with respecting the variety of ways gender oppression is understood by women in different cultures, feminists are not inclined to value patriarchal cultures simply for their contribution to cultural diversity. 85 This commitment to cultural diversity for its own sake, although frequently a political barrier to feminist objectives, does not present a serious internal challenge to feminist theorizing about cultural difference or feminist critique of cultural practices.
The second common justification for agnosticism among cultural systems, a commitment to pluralist values, presents a more serious challenge to feminist universalist claims. Informed by liberalism or Western commitments to pluralist values, 86 this position rejects a universal con-82 This uncritical defense of culture is most commonly found in the anthropological literature devoted to the study and preservation of culture. In an early and seminal work in this area, Ruth Benedict argues that cultural norms, although sometimes coinciding, are defensible only with reference to the culture itself. BENEDICT, supra note 33. Addressing a controversial example, she explains, "The tabus on killing oneself or another... though they relate to no absolute standard, are not therefore fortuitous .... Taken up by a well-integrated culture, the most ill-assorted acts become characteristic of its peculiar goals, often by the most unlikely metamorphoses." Id. at 46. Although modem scholars rarely assume this tone of moral neutrality, many such works evince a thoroughgoing reluctance to evaluate substantively the practices of other cultures. 87 Once again, this form of cultural relativism does not necessarily follow from a position of radical relativism or skepticism toward moral universals., Rather, the emphasis it places on individual freedom and cultural autonomy reflects a particular normative view of the prerequisites for human flourishing. 88 Nevertheless, for feminists, this principle of noncoercion coupled with a relativist view of culture provides the most serious challenge to the imposition of universal human rights standards. Unlike the argument from simple diversity, this concern with coercion is closely related to the politics of feminism. Having experienced the oppression resulting from the imposition of male-defined norms within their own cultures, Western feminists are reluctant to recreate that oppression cross-culturally. This concern is particularly acute when the arguably oppressive practice-for example, veiling or female genital surgery-enjoys support among or is controlled by women within the culture. 8 9
Case of Excision, 19 SIGNS 939, 952-54 (1994) (discussing the role of democratic theory in promoting tolerance of cultural diversity in connection with the practice of female circumcision in France).
S Refiecting a commitment to Western liberalism, existing human rights instruments embody principles of both individual autonomy and collective self-determination. The relativist-pluralist view takes the commitments further by rejecting any inherent or universal limits on the scope of self-determination. For a discussion of feminist criticism of both relativist and liberal pluralism, see infra part III.B. Although the principle of self-governance is embodied in universalist human rights documents, it stands in some tension with the majority of rights located in the individual. As articulated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the principle of self-determination is limited by the strongly liberal-individualist model that seems mandated by the catalogue of civil and political rights.
See Richard Falk, Cultural Foundations For the International Protection of Human Rights, in HUMAN RIGHTS IN CROSS-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES:
A QUEST FOR CONSENSUS 48 (Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im ed., 1992) (discussing the relevance of culture to human rights and noting that "[e]xclusion from the rights-forming process is itself a denial of human rights").
SSAnthropologists and other defenders of cultural relativism have recognized the political implications of this noninterventionist stance. Attacking the concept of objectivity implicit in early defenses of relativism, defenders of cultural difference and self-determination have increasingly formulated their arguments in terms of ending oppression or, more specifically, colonialism. See, e.g., REINVENTING ANTHROPOLOGY (Dell Hymes ed., 1972) (emphasizing the need for anthropology to do something for the "oppressed" of mankind against their "oppressors"). Faced with differences across race, class, ethnicity, and sexuality, Western feminists have struggled with the exclusionary consequences of their own theories and political agenda. Expansion of this agenda crossculturally, however well meaning, seems fraught with the risk of coercion. At the same time, by emphasizing the risks of international feminism, cultural relativism or anti-essentialism may serve as a justification for inaction or, worse, for accepting the vast inequalities in standards of living between women (and men) in the West and women (and men) in developing nations.
B. Two Views on Culture and Coercion
Although sharing a concern with cultural difference and a lack of faith in the availability of universal standards, feminist anti-essentialism and cultural relativism nevertheless reach different conclusions regarding the possibility of cross-cultural evaluation. As the preceding section suggests, cultural relativists and feminist anti-essentialists are each concerned with the implications of cultural difference and the problem of coercion, yet they view both culture and coercion differently. This section examines the concepts of coercion and culture as they are used in both feminist anti-essentialist and cultural relativist arguments and suggests that, despite its commitment to tolerance, the relativist view of culture tends to obscure issues of coercion at the heart of gender politics.
Cultural Relativism: Essentializing Culture, Obscuring Coercion
Feminists have questioned arguments based on a simple assertion of cultural integrity for several reasons. First, cultural relativists may inadequately attend to the degree to which power relationships within the culture itself constrain the ability of individuals to renegotiate cultural norms. 90 Yet, this inattention is inconsistent with a concern about coercion. The relativist cannot criticize Western imperialism and at the same physically dangerous, deeply threatening to Western norms of female sexuality, reflective of patriarchal regulation of women's sexuality and, at the same time, performed by women on women and girls. 90 Arif Dirlik notes:
A critical reading of culture, one that exposes it as an ideological operation crucial to the establishment of hegemony, requires that we view it not merely as an attribute of totalities but as an activity that is bound up with the operation of social relations, that expresses contradiction as much as it does cohesion. time ignore non-Western states' selective use of the defense of culture in the service of state power. 91 The risk of such intra-cultural coercion seems especially great when that selective invocation of culture has differential effects on groups within the state such as minority ethnic or racial groups or women.
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Second, cultural relativist arguments may oversimplify the complexity and fluidity of culture by treating culture as monolithic and moral norms within a particular culture as readily ascertainable. 93 Yet, a single, inward glance at Western culture reveals the absurdity of this assumption. The multiplicity of beliefs in the United States (or even within a single community or family) about the legitimacy of abortion or the role of women in the family illustrates the complexity of translating imperfectly shared assumptions into evaluative standards. 94 Such oversimplification seems inconsistent with the very premises of cultural relativism. Indeed, cultural relativists' tendency to describe differences in terms of simple opposition-Western versus non-Western-without exploring how specific cultural practices are constituted and justified "essentializes" culture itself. 95 Treating culture as monolithic fails to respect relevant intra-cultural differences just as the assumption of the universality of human rights standards fails to respect cross-cultural differences. Cultural differences that may be relevant to assessing human rights claims are neither uniform nor static. Rather, they are constantly created, chal- lenged, and renegotiated by individuals living within inevitably overlapping cultural communities. This oversimplification of culture may lead relativists to accept too readily a cultural defense articulated by state actors or other elites on the international level, actors that tend not to be women. 96 Yet, it seems unlikely that a cultural defense offered by the state will adequately reflect the dynamic, evolving, and possibly conflicting cultural concerns of its citizens. Given the complexity and multiplicity of culture, the ability or inclination of heads of state to identify and translate cultural practices into specific defenses against the imposition of Western human rights norms is questionable. Feminists in particular have cited example after example in which culture has been selectively and perhaps cynically invoked to justify oppressive practices.
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The apparent inconsistency between cultural relativists' fear of intercultural coercion and virtual neglect of intra-cultural coercion must be understood in light of relativists' assumptions about the relationship between culture and the individual. If culture is understood simply as a reflection of human will, then the existence of any particular social organization tends to become its own legitimation. Focused on defending cultural integrity from external encroachment, cultural relativists tend to be much less concerned with the way culture determines or limits the individual's possibilities for self-definition.
Feminist Anti-Essentialism: Complicating Coercion
Although cultural relativists and universalist defenders of the existing human rights regime are fundamentally opposed in their approaches, they find common ground to the extent that the existing regime embraces values of self-determination, both cultural and political. Yet, it is precisely this privileging of autonomy that triggers feminism's departure from both liberal pluralism and cultural relativism. The version of cultural relativism that is informed by liberalism's concern for autonomy and self-determination treats cross-cultural critique as an encroachment on cultural integrity. 98 To the extent that cultural relativists are concerned with coercion or cultural imperialism, they tend to associate an absence 96 For an excellent example of such a claim, see Rao, supra note 92, at 170. Rao cites Kenyatta's invocation of culture as a defense to the practice of female genital surgery among Kikuyu. Rao urges the questioning of the "politics of such a claim, particularly when it is made by a male national leader on behalf of the social group most directly affected by the practice: women'" Id. 98 A weaker version of cultural relativism concerned with problems of. epistemology might treat cross-cultural critique as incoherent, except within the culture offering the of cross-cultural critique with human freedom; thus, they confine moral judgments about intra-cultural coercion to the only standards that they deem coherent: local standards. 99 This argument privileging social autonomy creates an unlikely alliance between cultural relativists and liberal universalists, particularly with respect to issues emerging from the private as opposed to the public sphere. 00 In contrast to cultural relativists and liberal pluralists, 1°0 feminist antiessentialists are centrally concerned with the interplay between culture and self, exploring ways in which culture constructs gendered individuals. Unlike the cultural relativist model, which privileges the action of the individual or group in the creation of culture, much of feminist theory assumes a more complicated connection between culture and limits on human subjectivity. 1 0 2 Unlike the liberal pluralist view, which focuses on state power and privileges private ordering, feminism emphasizes the role of private power. The most important premise of this feminist view is that the sex/gender system is substantially a product of culture rather than divine will, human biology or natural selection. 0 3 Implicit in this assumption is the claim that cultural norms-language, law, myth, custom-are not merely products of human will and action but also define and limit the possibilities for human identity.
Connected with this view of cultural limitations on human subjectivity is the notion that cultural norms function as a source of power and control within modem society. 1 0 4 Consistent with this recognition, many critique, although not necessarily imperialist. Such a view would emphasize the futility rather than the illegitimacy of appeals to universalist standards. 99 1t is important, of course, to keep in mind the possibility of intra-cultural critique and rebellion. Anthropologists and other defenders of cultural relativism who have tended to idealize non-Western cultures have had to confront the abuses by post-colonial regimes in Cambodia, Uganda, and Ethiopia, and the emigration of many citizens of those states to formerly colonial states in the West. 10 Bronwyn Winter illustrates the potential for coincidence of relativist and liberal arguments regarding the private sphere in her discussion of female genital surgery. See Winter, supra note 86, at 951-54.
1011 use the term "liberalism" or "liberal pluralism" to refer to a commitment to the basic political framework that underlies existing human rights standards. "Universalism" refers to a commitment to universally applicable human rights norms, though not necessarily to those currently embodied in international law.
1°2Although generalizing, I would argue that most feminists, whether or not they define themselves as anti-essentialists, posit an important role for culture in constraining women's subjectivity. It is this constraint in its many forms, and the belief that it is malleable, that animates much of feminist politics.
103Feminist theorists sometimes express this relationship between subjectivity and culture as the distinction between sex and gender, a distinction perhaps first emphasized by Simone de Beauvoir in her claim, "One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman." feminists have rejected a theory of power that posits monolithic control held by a coherent or unified sovereign. 1 0 5 Yet, it is precisely this model of power that traditional human rights standards are designed to regulate and to which cultural relativists often defer when exercised within cultural boundaries. In contrast, feminists, influenced by Foucault, have emphasized the degree to which power is exercised both from above, by sovereigns, and within concrete social interactions and relationships-in short, through culture. 1 0 6 For feminists, culture itself becomes a source of control and a site of resistance, a form of power that-feminist human rights activists must engage directly along with more traditional public and private forms. Feminist anti-essentialists' emphasis on culture's role in creating and regulating human beings helps to explain their departure from both liberal pluralism and cultural relativism. Although feminism, liberal pluralism, and some forms of cultural relativism share a concern over coercion, for feminists, simply preserving self-determination either on the individual or cultural level is an inadequate response. A focus on external coercion privileges a traditional model of power exercised by elites and treats local manifestations of that power, such as family relationships, as by-products of individual ordering. Yet, if the self is constituted by culture, as many feminists assume, equating emancipation from external coercion with individual freedom is problematic. Instead, feminists must consider a more complex process of emancipation that involves transformation of the self. 
IV. CULTURE AS A LENS ON GENDER
Feminism's general unwillingness to equate individual autonomy or cultural self-determination with noncoercion complicates rather than simplifies the problem of inter-cultural critique. Having rejected the imposition of an externally derived normative vision of the good, both liberal pluralism and cultural relativism rely in different ways on self-determination as a normative standard by which the exercise of power may be judged. Although feminism shares with relativism and liberal pluralism a concern with the risks of coercion and ultimately with self-determination, feminist theory's focus on the role of culture in limiting the self precludes an unproblematic reliance on internal norms. Just as cultural relativism calls into question the coherence of an external, universalist critique of cultural practices, feminist anti-essentialism also emphasizes the limits of a critique internal to the culture or even to the individual. This section explores the specific problems these conflicting commitments create for the feminist human rights activist and suggests some possibilities for inter-cultural human rights analysis given these limitations.
A. Social Construction and the Problem of Agency
The notion that women may be oppressed in part through the internalization of cultural norms calls into question the reliance on individual accounts of oppression. At the same time, Western feminist human rights activism takes as its central principle the notion that women's power to control their own lives must be enhanced. If culture constructs women's experiences of their own flourishing, how should feminists outside the culture interpret those experiences? Should internal accounts be privileged as expressing an alternative, culturally situated vision of the good or discounted as a product of patriarchy? Assuming that culture is invoked at the local level by women who, in Western feminists' view, are oppressed by a particular practice, feminism requires a critique that respects the agency of the oppressed without ignoring the oppression.
Satisfied with neither cultural relativism nor universalism, feminists committed to cross-cultural political action must consider whether it is possible to distinguish between false consciousness, which should be exposed, and genuine cultural differences in conceptions of women's flourishing, which should be respected. One way to do so would be to return to a form of essentialism, favoring a presumption, perhaps qualified, of commonality among women. A core of shared characteristics or experiences could serve as a yardstick, albeit an imperfect one, against which oppression might be measured. Feminists could treat the relative progress of women in the West as a standard, creating critical purchase against which the more severe problems of women in developing countries might be analyzed.
Pursuing this course, Susan Moller Okin has argued that feminist anti-essentialists mistakenly assume that differences among women necessarily overwhelm commonalities.1 0 8 She insists that it is not necessarily inappropriate to translate to other cultures theories of women's oppression developed in the West. On the contrary, Western feminist theories have much to say about the conditions of women elsewhere.
10 9 Rejecting the anti-essentialist multiplication of difference, she suggests that the condition of poor women in developing countries can often be understood as "similar to ours but more so?' n°0 Supporting Western feminists' liberal notion of women's emancipation, Okn argues that "we are not always enlightened about what is just by asking persons who seem to be suffering injustices what they want. Oppressed people have often internalized their oppression so well that they have no sense of what they are justly entitled to as human beings?"" ' Apparently coming down squarely on the side of Western feminists' authority, or even obligation, to define norms of women's flourishing, Okin ascribes to false consciousness any potential disagreement arising from cultural defenses offered by women themselves. On the one hand, Okin's approach seems inconsistent with feminism's basic commitment to the enfranchisement of the powerless, the importance of attending to the experiences of the oppressed. Feminism is premised in part on the notion that women have something to say, that 05 See Susan M. Okin, supra note 36. Okin concedes that the anti-essentialist critique is valid as applied to much early feminist work, id. at 6, but argues that feminists should not simply assume that cross-cultural explanations of gender inequality are impossible.
10 9 See id. at 9-18 (comparing Western and non-Western women's experience in four areas: inattention to gender injustice, gender-based lack of equality of opportunity, injustice in the family, and policy implications of such inequality).
"1d. at 8. Okin goes on to suggest that feminists should work from this presumption and that "the burden of proof is on the critic" to demonstrate the priority of difference over sameness.
" 'Id. at 19. 11 2 She explains that "[doming to terms with very little is no recipe for social justice .... [C] ommitted outsiders can often be better analysts and critics of social injustice than those who live within the relevant culture" Id. at 19.
Hilary Putnam has made a related point regarding access to information necessary to such assessments:
The fact that someone feels satisfied with a situation means little if the person has no information or false information concerning either her own capacities or the existence of available alternatives to her present way of life. The real test is not what women who have never heard of feminism say about their situation ....
Hilary Putnam, A Reconsideration of Deweyan Democracy, 63 S. CAL. L. Rav. 1671 Rav. , 1676 Rav. (1990 women are entitled to describe and define their own experience." t 3 Indeed, the emphasis of some theorists on so-called "standpoint epistemology" assigns particular significance to the voices and experiences of the oppressed." 4 Across disciplines, feminists have grounded their methodologies in a special respect for women's voices speaking from their marginalized perspectives.' 5 Careful and specific attention to those perspectives has yielded new insights in a wide range of areas, from philosophy to literary criticism to adolescent psychology to legal theory)"
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By emphasizing limitations on the consciousness of the oppressed, Okin downplays the liberatory and creative potential of allowing marginalized perspectives to redefine women's condition." '. 7 (1989) . This approach works most effectively when the target is the oppressor group and the lines are clearly drawn. It works less well when the disagreement focuses on the nature of oppression and one is called upon to assess the deference due the perspective of the oppressed. See Scott Brewer, Pragmatism, Oppression, and the Flight to Substance, 63 S. CAL. L. REv. 1753 REv. (1990 (discussing the tension between the procedural standard of deference to the point of view of the oppressed and substantive norms against which to measure the validity of that perspective).
1 See, e.g., Bartlett, supra note 63, at 837-49 (discussing the value of consciousnessraising as feminist legal method and the importance of "asking the woman question"); D. Kay Johnston, Adolescents' Solutions to Dilemmas in Fables: Two Moral Orientations-Two Problem Solving Strategies, in MAPPING THE MORAL DOMAIN 49, 50-60 (Carol Gilligan et al. eds., 1988) (describing methodology used for analyzing gender-differentiated responses to moral questions and arguing for the relevance of gender-differentiation to theories of moral development); MICHELLE FINE, DISRUPTIVE VOICES: THE POSSIBILITIES OF FEMINIST RESEARCH (1992) (surveying range of feminist research methods designed to incorporate women's voices).
"
6 See supra text accompanying notes 61-64 (discussing contributions of anti-essentialist thinking to feminist theory).
"17Another problem with Okin's analysis is that, by privileging relatively less-oppressed voices of Western women, Okin tends to ascribe complete agency to those women while explaining the perspectives of non-Western women as false consciousness. As Jane Flax points out in her response to Okin's essay, this logic ignores the degree to which non-Western women have themselves generated a vibrant critique from within the culture and the possibilities of false consciousness among Western women. See Jane Flax, Race/Gender and the Ethics of Difference: A Reply to Okin's "Gender Inequality and Cultural Differences", 23 POL. THEORY 500, 503 (1995). inconsistent with a basic assumption of feminist practice and theory: the possibility of internalized oppression and the role of consciousness-raising through self-examination and sharing of experiences."' The concept of internalized oppression and the process of consciousness-raising both imply that every woman's report of her own condition may not be fully credited as a reliable guide to her own flourishing.
How can feminists reconcile the possibility of internalized oppression, or false consciousness, with the anti-essentialist rejection of any core of womanhood, or true consciousness? The first step must be to uncouple these two concepts, to recognize that false consciousness does not necessarily imply the availability of true consciousness.' 1 9 False consciousness should be measured not against true consciousness (objective, absolute, pre-political) but against feminist consciousness (subjective, contested, political). Feminist consciousness, in turn, must be understood as consisting of multiple and sometimes competing critical stances toward cultural oppression. These critical stances emerge from the political activity and theorizing of women whose experiences are both partially determined by oppression and partially independent of it.
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Starting with the assumption that women are both free and unfree, and that the parameters of freedom are contested, reminds Western feminists of the partiality of their own perspectives and the possibility of their l1
8 For a discussion of the role of consciousness-raising in feminist method, see MACKINNON, supra note 55, at 83-105; Bartlett, supra note 63, at 863. 1 9 Catharine MacKinnon has stated the problem in the following way:
Not all women agree with the feminist account of women's situation, nor do all feminists agree with any single rendition of feminism. Authority of interpretation-here, the claim to speak for all women-is always fraught because authority is the issue male method intended to settle .... Treating some women's views as merely wrong, because they are unconscious conditioned reflections of oppression and thus complicitous in it, posits objective ground .... Both feminism and antifeminism respond to the condition of women, so feminism is not exempt from devalidation on the same account. own internalized oppression. Recognizing both the constraints of culture and the possibility of increased freedom, feminists must examine the complicated and sometimes conflicting cultural texts of their own lives and those of other women. Simplistic assumptions about universality or cultural particularity are inadequate. Instead, differences must be explored critically with the goal of better understanding the multiple ways in which gender hierarchy may be embedded in culture.
I It is critical at this juncture to examine more closely the relationship between the claim that all knowledge is culturally contingent and the claim that an individual's understanding of self and identity can be deemed incomplete. These claims seem at some level contradictory: if knowledge, including self-understanding, is culturally relative, in what sense can that knowledge be incomplete? Yet, the first claim calls into question the coherence of cross-cultural evaluation only to the extent that we seek a meta-explanation of moral conflict, one that transcends human experience. This argument does not engage the issue at the level of the individual psyche.
12 ' To say that we cannot judge definitively among competing cultural norms is not to say that we cannot communicate across cultural divides. Thus, when feminists acknowledge both the contingency of knowledge on cultural location and the possibility of transforming consciousness, they are not making inconsistent claims. Rather, they are making two different types of arguments-one epistemological, the other psychological.
Understood in this way, cross-cultural feminist activism is fully consistent with the acknowledgment of the cultural contingency of women's experience and varying accounts of gender. Consciousness-raising is redefined as a process of transforming the consciousness of all the participants, not simply of exposing one falsely conscious to the truth of women's oppression. Moreover, if one understands culture as defining the limits of human subjectivity and shaping consciousness, cross-cultural communication, while difficult, becomes an important tool in revealing alternative manifestations of gender difference and its cultural meaning. Thus, in contrast to cultural relativists, who view cultural difference as an occasion for silence, feminists may view it as an opportunity to explore the many ways culture inscribes gender hierarchy. 122 Difference makes the conversation interesting, not impossible.
121 Anthony Appiah makes a similar argument when he suggests that we reconcile the tension between structure and agency by distinguishing between logical arguments and psychological ones. The logic of structure and the experience of agency address different aspects of human experience and compete on different levels "not for causal space but for narrative space." Anthony Appiah, By recognizing internalized oppression as a manifestation of the exercise of power, feminism avoids the mistake, shared by cultural relativists and liberal pluralists, of defining relationships, personal desires, and conceptions of the self as outside the realm of the political. By politicizing the personal and the cultural, feminist anti-essentialism calls into question even individuals' description of their own condition. Oddly egalitarian, such an approach destabilizes the position of Western feminists. It yields only contested norms and conflicting understandings, all of which can be described as products of patriarchy. Nevertheless, global feminism should not be understood simply as a large, multifaceted conversation about difference that will lead ineluctably to a greater recognition of commonalities. Such an approach personalizes the political by articulating claims in terms of universal womanhood rather than feminism and downplays differences as obstacles to be overcome in the movement toward universalism. Moreover, the metaphor of a conversation obscures the degree to which global feminism entails the exercise of power.
As the Beijing Conference illustrates, positing widespread commonality among women as a descriptive matter is simply inaccurate. However, if feminists begin from an acknowledgment that their description of women's condition is not only culturally contingent but political, defending the accuracy of the description is less important than assessing the consequences of its inaccuracy. The development of feminist political strategies may stress shared problems or particular local manifestations of oppression without suggesting that either characterization fully captures women's experience. Once feminists acknowledge the politics of global feminism, the choice to focus on either difference or commonality can itself be made contextually by assessing the risks each strategy entails.
Risks of Assuming Commonality
Cross-cultural feminist analysis based on an assumption of commonality presents the risk that, by generalizing across a range of women, feminist theory that is derived from within any particular culture will oversimplify the experience of women in other cultures. This problem is presented when women with unequal power and resources make consistent claims based on very different experiences. In such a context, the presumption of commonality may mask significant differences in women's experiences that are relevant to strategies for reform, even when women's ultimate goals are not in conflict.
Surface similarities, buttressed by a presumption of commonality, may lead to a misdiagnosis of the causes of women's oppression and to ill-conceived policy solutions. For example, like their Western sisters, women in developing countries tend to face discrimination within, or even exclusion from, the labor market, to work a double shift when they are employed, and to have their family labor discounted as nonproductive. 123 Nevertheless, the specific economic and political implications of these problems depend upon the degree to which the economy is industrialized and the ways in which the family is organized. 1 24 Calls for desegregating the workplace or allowing women expanded access to wage work may complicate gender oppression through capitalist exploitation in ways that Western feminists have not anticipated.
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Improving process, expanding communication, and making the politics of the feminist movement more inclusive may address the risk of oversimplification to some degree. However, the complexity of this task ought not to be underestimated. A process of collaboration premised on any hope of effective communication must address not only problems of language and literacy, but an historical legacy of unequal power, exploitation, and distrust. Western feminist activists must simply accept and work within this historical context without succumbing to a desire either to ignore persistent power imbalances or to deny their own complicity in this history of oppression.
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Difference can be a resource insofar as it enables us to multiply the sources of resistance to the myriad of relations of domination that circulate through the social field. If there is no central locus of power, then neither is there a central locus of resistance. Moreover, if we redefine our differences, discover new ways of understanding ourselves and each other, then our differences are less likely to be used against us. 125For example, The New York Times recently reported the prevalence of kidnapping and domestic slavery in China. Women go to public marketplaces to sell their labor with the hope of escaping rural poverty, but are then kidnapped by slave-traders. Market wages attract these women from the relative safety of their villages to the domain of commerce where they are not adequately protected from exploitation. See Seth Faison, Women as Chattel: In China, Slavery Rises, N.Y. TIMES, Sept. 6, 1995, at Al. This is not to say that Western women should judge for women in developing countries which choices they should make (rural poverty versus the risks of violence and exploitation) but rather to suggest that Western solutions such as expanded market opportunities for women must take into account the complexity of women's oppression in other cultural settings.
126Responding to the critique of feminists of color, a number of white feminists have begun to work specifically on the issue of racism and white women, arguing for [Vol. 19 that women's experience may be represented generally across cultures may lead to the conclusion that the process of inter-cultural coalitionbuilding is merely strategic rather than substantive. So viewed, feminist cross-cultural communication, with all of its complexity, is justified only so long as it is necessary to widen the scope of a feminist vision of human rights. Viewed as a means rather than an end, it becomes subject to a utilitarian calculus. When force rather than consensus is a better tool, force may be used unproblematically.
Risks of Assuming Difference
Beginning with the assumption that cultural difference is primary, feminist anti-essentialists address some of the problems of misdescription and coercion by giving priority to cultural, racial, ethnic, economic, and religious differences among women. Radical anti-essentialism demands that feminists pay attention to the particularities of women's condition, especially those women who are relatively less powerful, by constantly questioning the validity of cross-cultural assumptions. At the same time, this emphasis on difference also entails risks that must be weighed against the benefits of anti-essentialist theorizing.
First, presuming that moral standards are necessarily local, and therefore that just solutions must be derived locally, dismisses the possibility that cross-cultural oppression in fact exists. Patriarchy is not a local phenomenon, although its particular manifestations may vary substantially from culture to culture. 29 If women's oppression is global, feminists should not surrender the task of thinking about its cross-cultural causes and explanations, even while realizing that any such theory will be imperfect or perhaps even highly problematic. 130 The task is not to settle on a fully elaborated theory that will perfectly describe women's condition, but rather to find partial, contingent theories that will usefully describe the condition of women for some cross-cultural purposes.1 31 Second, emphasizing differences rather than commonalities threatens to divide political alliances among women. Arguably, coalitions of women are simply better off focusing on what they share and formulating common descriptions of their problems, even while recognizing that those descriptions may be incomplete. This may be true even though the U 3°S ee Rooney, supra note 50, at 153 (discussing the necessity of taking the "risk of essentialism" or the "strategic use of a positivist essentialism" in an effort to further the political interests of women as a group). For further discussion of the usefulness of essentialism, see the essays collected in THE ESSENTIAL DIFFERENCE, supra note 50. 1 3 1 See Appiah, supra note 121, at 77 (arguing that "our theories are best conceived of as idealizations, and that this means that they are both (in some sense) approximately true and conditional upon false assumptions that simplify the theoretical task").
[Vol. 19 consequences of that incompleteness almost certainly will fall disproportionately on relatively less powerful women. Rather than choosing between a full account of women's difference on the one hand and a perfect description of women's sameness on the other, feminists must simply recognize that neither option is fully realizable. Instead, feminist theorists, advocates, and policymakers must strive for an account that will best address problems shared by many women, thereby serving as a basis for concerted political action.
13 2 Third, highlighting difference rather than sameness may encourage provincialism and justify isolationism among feminists. If feminists proceed under the assumption that women's experiences in one cultural location have no, or perhaps only limited, relevance for women in another, they will be tempted to mind their own problems. If one adds to that assumption the concern that cross-cultural advocacy or intervention is coercive or imperialist, feminists may be reluctant to intervene in support of women globally, despite the potential for progress in ending women's oppression. Attention to culture and respect for difference may be taken as a justification for inaction, especially in light of the inevitable complexity of any cross-cultural endeavor.
CONCLUSION
Confronted with the challenge of cultural relativism, feminism faces divergent paths, 1 33 neither of which seems to lead out of the woods of patriarchy. The first path, leading to simple tolerance of cultural difference, is too broad. To follow it would require feminists to ignore pervasive limits on women's freedom in the name of an autonomy that exists for women in theory only. The other path, leading to objective condemnation of cultural practices, is too narrow. To follow it would require 132This being said, it is also important to heed the anti-essentialist warning that any such attempt to construct a cross-cultural theory, to posit sameness, will inevitably generate division. See Butler, supra note 62. This is a risk that must be a part of the calculus. 1
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The problem of imperfect perception is illustrated by Hilary Putnam in his quotation of William James's The Will to Believe:
We stand on a mountain pass in the midst of whirling snow and blinding mist, through which we get glimpses now and then of paths which may be deceptive. If we stand still, we shall be frozen to death. If we take the wrong road, we shall be dashed to pieces. We do not certainly know whether there is any right one. (1874)). [Vol. 19 feminists to dismiss the culturally distinct experiences of women as false consciousness. Yet to forge an alternative path is difficult, requiring feminists to confront the risks inherent in global strategies for change.
Building upon women's shared experiences inevitably entails a risk of misdescription, or worse, cooptation but contains the promise of transforming and radicalizing women's understanding of their own condition. Emphasizing difference threatens to splinter women politically, undermining hard-won progress, but may simultaneously uncover new possibilities for re-creating gender relations. Forging a combined strategy that respects both commonality and difference requires feminists to acknowledge that we cannot eliminate the risk of coercion altogether, but the risk of inaction is also ever present.
